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OBSERVATIONS REGARDING
WOMEN IN PUBLIC ACCOUNTING
A male in public accounting takes a frank look at the subject of women in the profession.
The purpose of this paper is to relate what 
the writer has observed of the problems en­
countered by women in the public accounting 
profession and, conversely, of the problems 
posed to the public accounting firm by the 
increasing number of women employed by it. 
Because these comments relate to problems, 
they will unavoidably have a negative tone; 
but while the problems are numerous, the 
opportunities are becoming increasingly great. 
A state of perfect equality is not at hand or 
foreseeable, but the climate for professional 
opportunity for women is steadily improving 
and the accounting field is no exception. Be­
cause these remarks relate to the personal 
observations of the writer, they pertain to 
problems faced by the young lady employed 
by the national public accounting firm today. 
This necessarily results from the fact that the 
writer’s experience has been entirely with a 
national firm.
The basic problem faced by a female in 
the professions is that she is operating in an 
environment created by and for males. The 
key to her success is in acclimating to the 
environment in which she finds herself. The 
female accountant cannot expect to significant­
ly change the mores of the profession, but 
must conform her behavior to that expected 
of the professional man.
Getting the job
The first difficulty encountered by a young 
lady in the public accounting profession is 
getting into it to begin with. Of course, with 
the Civil Rights Act, presidential decrees, 
state laws, etc., we are told that women have 
an “equal” opportunity for employment with
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their male counterparts. Whereas, there cer­
tainly is opportunity today, it is not yet an 
“equal” opportunity. It is no secret that, all 
other things being equal, most college re­
cruiters will select male over female for a 
given staff position. Why? Is the public ac­
counting firm prejudiced? Does it feel that 
women can’t do the job? No, but the firm 
has made a business decision — a decision 
based on what it believes to be factual ex­
perience.
Up to now the public accounting firm has 
felt that the chances of retaining the female 
accountant over the long term are less than 
that of retaining the male accountant. The 
result of this thinking is to cause many young 
ladies with better than average, but less than 
superlative, records to be passed over for the 
better positions. You could say that Suzie 
has one strike against her before beginning 
the interview. Her qualifications are going to 
be discounted because of her sex. She can 
and often does overcome this by displaying 
above normal desire and personality. Even in 
today’s sellers’ market for top accounting 
talent, the young lady may not be given the 
benefit of the doubt. She must convince the 
recruiter that she is serious about her chosen 
profession; that while she may get married 
someday, she plans to continue her career. 
The recruiter must be assured of this prior 
to making her an offer of employment.
Indoctrination
Suzie — using her straight A average, bub­
bling personality, and sweet smile — gets a 
job offer from a public accounting firm.
A very difficult period in any public ac­
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countant’s career is the first few weeks on 
the job — the indoctrination period. During 
this period being a female can be a problem. 
It is natural for the new group of assistant 
accountants to band together to compare notes 
as to what they have learned of the firm, the 
job, the personalities, and, generally, the lay 
of the land. A female is likely to be excluded 
from such “bull” sessions and, thus, can miss 
an important part of the indoctrination process. 
More important, in the first few months on 
the job the assistant accountant must rely 
heavily on his senior or supervisor’s feedback 
in order to know how he’s doing. This line 
of communication, so vital to the progress of 
the assistant, is sometimes hampered by the 
differences in sex, especially if the lady ac­
countant in any way indicates that she is 
likely to react emotionally to criticism or sug­
gestions. The best criticism is offered to 
people who take it best. Rightly or wrongly, 
men feel that women are too emotional in the 
face of criticism. Suzie has to make a special 
effort to maintain a calm professional attitude 
at this stage of the game.
On the job
The new female accountant may feel that 
she is sometimes treated as an oddity and is 
sometimes the subject of cute remarks; but 
when the situation is properly handled, she 
is accepted by the client with few questions 
asked. A frequent complaint of the female 
assistant is that the senior attempts to make 
excuses for her being there. While there is 
undoubtedly a right and a wrong way to 
introduce the client to a female accountant, 
it is also true that every accounting firm has 
a few clients who will not accept the female. 
The problem here is that of the firm — first 
in recognizing such clients and then in edu­
cating them. Failing to educate the “anti­
woman” client, the firm can do little but 
attempt to avoid embarrassing its female ac­
countants. Once Suzie is on the job, she must 
learn to cope with client situations; it would 
seem she faces no greater or lesser problems 
than the male assistant. The big obstacle to 
be overcome at this stage is the natural re­
luctance of many clients to accept new ac­
countants regardless of sex. Suzie should real­
ize, however, that because of her sex her 
actions will tend to draw extreme reactions. 
If she is good, she’ll be considered very, very, 
good; if bad — horrid.
Most female staff members feel that few 
insurmountable problems arise during their 
assistantship insofar as relations with staff 
males are concerned. By and large, the male 
senior gets along very well with his female 
assistant. This is probably explainable because 
what is considered to be the natural relation­
ship between man and woman has not been 
disturbed. As one young lady put it, “his 
masculinity is not challenged as long as you’re 
assisting him.” When the role is reversed, 
problems often arise. It takes more than 
normal poise and tact for the lady to make 
the transition from junior to senior. The male 
simply doesn’t want to be criticized, corrected, 
or supervised by a female. The female accoun­
tant must overcome this attitude in order to 
succeed.
Area of specialization
As a practical matter, the female accountant 
tends to go into tax work as opposed to audit 
or consulting. Some maintain this is caused 
somewhat by the tedious and “picky” nature 
of tax work but it is more probably the result 
of the fact that audit and consulting work 
require more travel and running about. While 
young lady accountants will insist that they 
will persevere in the audit department come 
high water or jealous husbands (or both), the 
fact of the matter is, they don’t. It would 
appear that most women contemplating mar­
riage and accounting have determined that a 
tax department job affords maximum oppor­
tunity for professional development with a 
minimum imposition on family life.
Travel
Up to now the comments on the travel 
problem relate to Suzie and her husband, but 
the accounting firm finds itself with more 
problems than just those created by hubby. 
The firm often finds itself in the position of 
“damned if you require Suzie to travel, and 
damned if you don’t.” Males on the staff will 
certainly frown on any special concessions to 
Suzie; and their wives frown on Suzie going 
out of town with their husbands. Fortunately, 
in this enlightened age, the problem is fast 
disappearing as firms realize that the only 
solution is to count on the maturity and judg­
ment of their staff accountants to handle this 
in a professional manner (and on the male to 
pacify his wife).
(Continued on page 19)
Whether or not we will have the opportunity to participate in solving future problems will be de­
termined by how we deal with the present ones.
Ray R. Eppert, TRUSTEE,
December 1968
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STATISTICS AIDS ACCOUNTING IN THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF PERFORMANCE STANDARDS
(Continued from page 8)
the production function may include a profit 
indicator for the function by translating pro­
duction quantities into potential sales dollars 
at list price and by applying a parameter rep­
resenting the variable margin rate.
Summary
A review of budget and control philosophies 
provides a frame of reference for an examina­
tion of the contributions of statistics and 
accounting to the development of performance 
standards. Certain reported experiments are 
of interest to the would-be builder of per­
formance models. The control chart furnishes 
a logical control model. Control charts, based 
on the properties of a normal curve, serve as 
devices for identifying significant deviations 
from adopted norms. The plotting of per­
formance values on such charts allows an 
immediate visual evaluation of performance 
against an adopted standard; significant de­
viations may be noted as values outside the 
control limits or as part of a non-random 
trend developing within the limits. The 
adopted standard should provide a realistic 
norm for the measurement of subsequent per­
formance; any adjustments to an experienced 
norm should have a basis in fact in order 
that the usefulness of the control mechanism 
may be maintained.
OBSERVATIONS REGARDING WOMEN IN PUBLIC ACCOUNTING
(Continued from page 10)
Extremes
Sometimes, women accountants have found 
themselves in the unfortunate position, of being 
asked to do clerical work unrelated to account­
ing; for example, to type, operate the Xerox 
machine, or relieve the telephone operator, 
none of which are professional employment. 
The young lady finding herself in this posi­
tion has the problem of educating her em­
ployer. Perhaps the most effective argument 
is to show that she is no better at typing or 
xeroxing than her male cohorts.
Conclusion
A summary of the problems faced by the 
woman in public accounting prepared by any­
one else in the profession could certainly 
differ from those outlined here. The im­
portant thing is that in airing these problems 
we can identify the real ones and, hopefully, 
develop solutions to them.
AUTOMATED DATA PROCESSING
(Continued from page 12)
Summary
In a manual bookkeeping system, informa­
tion is recorded many times on different forms 
and in various journals and ledgers. With 
punch card machines there is far less manual 
copying and recopying of data; therefore, 
there are likely to be fewer errors. Once data 
is punched in a card and verified, the informa­
tion can be stored efficiently and permanent­
ly. It can be sorted, merged, reproduced, and 
printed on many reports. The punched card, 
containing all of the details of a complete 
transaction, is the basic building block for 
a punched card data processing system. De­
tailed customer cards showing purchases can 
be used for daily sales reports, for customer 
invoices, for customer statements, and for 
inventory reports. Not only can they be used 
to produce basic documents, but they can be 
processed in many ways to produce summaries 
to bring current information to management.
It is possible then to develop a partially in­
tegrated system with punch card machines. 
Although they have definite machine limita­
tions, they still offer significant advantages 
over manual systems. Many small- and 
medium-sized companies find these machines 
both useful and economically feasible; but as 
the cost of computers continues to decline, 
many firms will probably shift to electronic 
equipment.
The next installment of this scries will deal 
with electronic equipment.
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